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Shunned 

It had happened so fast. And paradoxically, it was as though 
it had occurred in slow motion. 

Sabina was the eldest of three, with a brother, Edmund, and 
sister, Alicia. Their dad had gone off with some young girl, whilst 
their mother, Maureen, was heavily pregnant with Alicia. He had 
another family now, and Family One were practically forgotten. 
Maureen had been attentive to her two younger children, leaving 
Sabina out in the cold, and Eddie and Alicia had been close to 
each other, but not to Sabina. There was eleven months between 
Sabina and her brother, and ten months between Eddie and Ali- 
cia, making them, all three, close in age, but in all other respects, 
there was a distance between Sabina and her siblings. 

At seventeen, Sabina had got sick of her role as the family 
scapegoat. Moved in with then-boyfriend Jimmy, living in some 
bedsit, just outside Reading town centre. It was far removed 
from her mum's spacious four-bedroom house in the posh part 
of Tilehurst. 

Maureen packed every last belonging of her eldest daugh- 
ter's, randomly and untidily, into cardboard boxes, insisting that 
she lacked "the space" to store even a few of Sabina's possessions 
in the family home. And Sabina was never made to feel welcome 
there again. 

Years later, when both Eddie and Alicia had moved out, 
Sabina discovered that her brother and sister retained their bed- 
rooms, complete with many of their belongings, and that they 
were encouraged to stay at their childhood home, as and when 
they chose to. 

Eddie did not give his new address or any contact details to 
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his elder sister, and Alicia gave an email address and her mo- 
bile number, but not her address, and not the landline number. 
When Eddie's girlfriend had a baby girl, the information was 
withheld from Sabina. She never had been able to find out what 
they had called her niece, or anything about the child, and it 
hurt, because Sabina had no way of comprehending any of it. 

Then, one day, out of the blue, Maureen got in touch with 
her firstborn, via an email, worded icily and abruptly. Her father 
had died, and she was expected to attend the funeral. 

Sabina did not attend the funeral. Her health did not allow 
it. And her mother and siblings all blamed her, and were critical 
to members of the extended family, who were also instructed to 
shun her. 

When able to do so, Sabina visited her mother. Her recep- 
tion was hostile. 

"I need answers,’ said Sabina, joining her mother in the 
kitchen that was larger than her own entire studio flat. "What am 
I supposed to have done?" 

Predictably, a wall of stony silence was Maureen's response, 
as per usual. 

The kitchen knife caught Sabina's eye. 

Maureen was filling the kettle, routinely ignoring her daugh- 
ter, but Sabina had had enough. The woman was supposed to 
have given birth to her. She was happy enough to be a mother to 
Eddie and Alicia. Why this shunning of her eldest child? 

No more. Sabina reached out, and grabbed the knife. 


Not Going There 


Silvia - as passionate and hardworking as the petite redhead un- 
doubtedly was, when it came to her full-time job as a legal secre- 
tary - was still more passionate about, and devoted to, the small 
press literary journal, which she edited in her spare time. And, 
more even than that, Silvia was deeply passionate about her own 
first novel, the success of which made her delighted and proud. 

She had left the office on time, for a change. Half past five, 
and not a minute later. Silvia had been looking forward to that 
evening's event, and for once, Hart and Lovegrove Solictors were 
not her highest priority. The awards ceremony was. 

She only wished that there was anyone in her day-to-day life 
with whom to share her excitement. There was no one. Her fa- 
ther had died, a few years earlier. Her mother was disinterested 
and dismissive. And Silvia's sister, Briony, although barely thirty, 
making her three years younger than Silvia, was already married 
with five children. Bri made it clear, whenever she and her sister 
spoke, that she was the one with important commitments. In 
common with their mother, Briony demonstrated little to no 
interest in Silvia's life and achievements. Bri's world revolved 
around her husband, Edward, and their three sons and two 
daughters. 

Silvia would ordinarily have talked to her long-term best 
friend, Helen. But, since becoming engaged recently, Helen was 
almost as preoccupied as Briony. If a conversation did not re- 
volve around Matthew or weddings, Silvia's friend rapidly lost in- 
terest. 

Silvia scrolled through the contact list on her phone, 
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lingering on one name: Daniel. 

Silvia resisted the temptation. It simply wasn't worth reopen- 
ing those wounds. She wasn't going there. She definitely wasn't 
going there. 


The Benefit of the Doubt 


Edith was a lanky girl, seemingly quiet. She by no means shared 
Zoe's love of dancing and various sports. Edith lived on the other 
side of town, and the two girls might never have met, had Edith's 
elderly grandmother not lived next door to Zoe's own family. 

It started with a football, kicked over the garden fence by 
Zoe's younger brother, Brian, which resulted in the initial brief 
exchange between Zoe and Edith. 

Afterwards, Brian asked Zoe why she had talked to "that 
weird girl” 

"Because my idiot of a brother kicked a ball over the fence, 
and I was asking her for it back. And how do you know she's 
‘weird’ ?" 

Brian shrugged. "She just is. Everyone says so." 

"Who's ‘everyone’? John Peterson and Anthony Turner?" 
This with a knowing grin. 

"Amongst others,’ said Brian. "I wouldn't talk to her, that's all 
I'm saying. Unless you're into making friends with weirdos." 

"Probably enough that I have one as a brother." 

"Very funny. Yeah, well - don't say I didn't warn you about 
Edith, anyway." 

"You know her name then. You seem very informed about 
this ‘weirdo." 

It turned out that Zoe's best friends, Tanya and Stephanie, 
shared Brian's misgivings about Edith, but still, not one of them 
had substantiated their opinions. 
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Paradoxically, this hostility towards the girl actually inspired 
Zoe to make an effort. Get to know Edith, who was initially not 
forthcoming, but who gradually chatted with Zoe. 
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Edith was, it transpired, the youngest of seven, and the only 
girl, but she wouldn't talk much about her family. The red flags 
were present in abundance, all along. And Zoe should have 
walked away, before it was too late. Yet, she opted to give Edith 
the benefit of the doubt. 


Amanda 


(Contains spoilers for the novel 
Distorted Perceptions) 


September 1994. 

"Lucy, are you sure there's nothing going on between you and 
James? You guys have a lot of history." 

Lucy rolled her eyes. "James is a friend. That's all he's been for 
a very long time, Charlotte, as well you know. He's married with 
two adorable girls, and another kid on the way. And I learned my 
lesson long ago, about affairs with married men." 

The two of them were sitting in a quiet corner of their 
beloved local, the Red Lion. Such a familiar venue. And, as per 
usual, Lucy was consuming a pint of Stella, and Charlotte, a 
medium white wine. 

"You mean because of Kev?" ventured Charlotte. "Or Phil?" 

"Charlotte!" The expression in her best friend's grey-blue 
eyes warned Charlotte not to push the point much further. 

Charlotte Lyndhurst and Lucy Ryman, both aged twenty- 
eight, had known each other since early childhood. In fact, both 
had known twenty-nine-year-old James McIntyre for almost as 
long. The three had grown up as neighbours, and attended the 
same primary and comprehensive schools. Charlotte and Lucy 
had been in the school year below James, and they had all been 
friends, even before Lucy and James became childhood sweet- 
hearts. To put the case mildly, it had not been her choice to end 
the relationship, and Lucy had struggled to accept James's first 


marriage. 
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"Key,' said Lucy, toying with a strand of her shoulder-length 
red hair, a nervous gesture that Charlotte associated much more 
with Lucy's younger sister, Sarah. "I realised in time that me and 
Phil would have been a huge mistake. And now he and Sarah are 
getting on much better, and Caleb is beyond excited about be- 
coming a big brother." 

Which was true. The birth of Pippa Jackson had been such a 
blessing to the young couple, whose marriage had been through 
a bad patch. 

"Fair enough,’ said Charlotte. 

Lucy took a decisive swig of Stella Artois. Then: "Listen, 
Charlie, there was a reason why James asked me to visit, but 
it wasn't about him and me. In fact, Claudia was there almost 
the entire time. Anyway, I'm rambling. The fact is, James knows 
where my cousin is." 

Charlotte inhaled deeply. Shit. Lucy referred to Tara Ryman, 
the only daughter of Lucy's uncle, Mike. This uncle was the 
younger brother of Lucy's late father, Dave Ryman. Charlotte 
and Tara had been a couple, and lived together for years. 

"You okay?" enquired Charlotte's friend. 

"I'm fine. Just tell me, Luce. I take it she's still with Amanda?" 

"Yes, she is. In a sense, that is. They're still in Dorset." Char- 
lotte, Tara, and Lucy had moved to Bournemouth in 1990, 
where they had stayed for a few years with Tara's friend, Abigail. 
"They actually only moved as far as Poole." 

Charlotte's eyes burned, but she would not cry. She'd done 
enough of that. "Mike knew, of course." 

"He did," admitted Lucy, "but he never told me anything. I 
heard everything I now know from James." She hesitated. Then: 


"Charlotte, it was never what we both assumed. 
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Amanda isn't Tara's girlfriend, never was. She's Amanda Lee, 
Erica's younger sister." 

"Are you sure, Luce?” Charlotte frowned. "I do remember 
Tara mentioning that Erica had a sister. Apparently, she was at 
the funeral." 

James had been married to Erica, and they had had a daugh- 
ter, Primrose. Both Erica and Primmy, as well as their second, un- 
born child, had died in a car crash, which James himself had sur- 
vived. Before getting together with James, Erica, who had been 
nine years older than her husband, had lived with her then-girl- 
friend, Tara. 

"Tara was hurt when you wouldn't go with her to the funer- 
al.’ Lucy reminded her. 

"I know. It just didn't feel right. And, even though we didn't 
break up over it, that was the beginning of the end for us. You 
saw how we became, once we moved to Abigail's. And Tara and 
Abigail have history, you know." 

Lucy nodded. "I sensed that, but they're not more than 
friends now. As for Amanda, she has never been more than a 
good friend to Tara. Her boyfriend, Oscar, and their son are liv- 
ing there, too. It was never about Tara and Amanda being a cou- 
ple. It was about the connection with Erica." 

Charlotte could feel the sting of determined tears. "Even if 
that's true, where does it leave me? Tara is in love with her dead 
ex-girlfriend. That's basically what you're saying, isn't it?" 

"It's more complicated than that. Tara is definitely grieving, 
but she asked James to pass on her contact details. She does 
love you, Charlie. James wasn't sure what to do, and he's strug- 
gled himself, with his marriage to Claudia." Lucy reached into 
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the pocket of her denim jacket. Handed the slip of paper to her 
friend. 
Charlotte's hands shook, as she took the paper, not entirely 
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knowing whether she should. Not knowing what she 
planned to do next. She loved Tara Ryman, and always would, 
but the woman had hurt her more than she had believed possi- 
ble. 

"Thanks, Lucy,’ said Charlotte, getting to her feet. "I'm going 
to call it a night, but I'll give you a ring soon. And, if anything 
happens, youll be the first to know.’ 


